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Field Crops Newsletter:

March 2009

In General:
This month’s newsletter is late; however a good objective for this issue has been difficult to develop.
The current state of indecision about crop selection has kept us from formulating a good plan for the year.
Recent heavy rains that have followed much the same pattern as last year have created doubts about planting
dates; and have added even more doubt about crop selection. Most of this letter deals with planting dates; and a
few other ideas thrown in for good measure.
Corn:

The rainfall pattern we are experiencing these days seems like a repeat of last year. Quite a few people
have essentially completed corn planting in the southwest portion of my area; however there have been only
partial plantings in most of the state. Something like 30 to 40 percent of the total corn crop has been planted.
With the forecast for cold temperatures following some of the heaviest rainfall, I am concerned about the
survival of plants in some of our poorly drained fields. The only thing I can suggest is that you make every
effort to get water off these fields so that the germinating seed can get the oxygen needed to continue the level
of respiration required for seedling emergence. Seed that have initiated germination and then have their oxygen
supply shut off are then subject to being lost to the problem most of us refer to as “souring”. It’s actually just
oxygen starvation, and it is further complicated by either cold or very warm soil temperatures. Excellent quality
seed are of course more likely to withstand these conditions for a little longer; but even these will eventually be
lost if the soil remains saturated for an extended period.
We all know it’s time to plant corn; however I believe we will be in good shape with corn planted during
the first two weeks of April. In fact we may actually be better off if our customary July rains arrive on time as
they have almost every year. Corn will be at the R1 (silk and tassel) stage at that time when moisture demand is
highest. The following chart, which is based on 30 years of data, shows the July “spike” in rainfall that our area
normally receives. We are not able to irrigate much of our land; so this may be the next best thing.

An irrigated corn study by Burns and Abbas in 2006 at Stoneville compared early April, late April, and
mid May plantings. Their findings are presented in the following chart generated from their data. Please
recognize that this is based on results from one year, and that dryland results may be very different. However, I
expect the relationship of planting date and yield to be similar in dryland plantings. Those who have been
forced to grow corn only with irrigation are well aware of the importance of rain, even when irrigation is
available.

I could go into a long discussion about some subject; but right now the goal is to get the crop planted.
By now you should have addressed the issues of marketing, soil fertility, variety selection, planting depth,
drainage, weed management, seed treatment, and field selection even though some modifications may be
needed, as always. If you need help with any of that please let me know.
Soybeans:
Delays in corn planting may actually cause some people to switch to beans; but I suggest you stay with
your plans for corn at least until the third week of April. After that, a switch to beans might be a good idea in
some situations if market conditions allow it. Under that scenario, you would be avoiding the planting of corn
at a time when potential yields may begin to decline; and actually planting beans during a time that has been
very good in recent years.
Egli and Cornelius recently (March 2009) published a regional summary of dryland soybean planting
date research which suggests that yield may not be severely affected until after the third week of May in the
Deep South. This generally agrees with the results many of you have seen in recent years; however we can’t
ignore the fact that later planting dates are more vulnerable to drought. There are a tremendous number of
variables that interact to influence how soybeans react to planting date, many of which we don’t fully
understand. We still can’t afford to plant any later than we have to under any given set of conditions; however
these results suggest that we may have more flexibility in planting date than we have expected in the past. We
may need it this year.
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The overriding principles of good soybean management in our region have been well established and
proven in recent years. The early soybean production system (ESPS) verified through the SMART program is
in many ways an avoidance system in that it allows soybeans to produce the crop before our most severe
drought, insect, and disease problems arrive. Delayed planting may cause the crop to miss some of these
benefits; so let’s try to get the crop planted as soon as possible, as weather allows.
Cotton:
The comments by several local producers earlier in the month that they intend to include cotton in their
planting mix was somewhat of a surprise; however as grains gain in price and cotton remains in the tank these
plans may change. I know that some of the considerations for cotton center on the need to preserve the
infrastructure for cotton rather than a genuine desire to grow the crop. However, there are still a few remaining
growers who will grow cotton regardless of the negative feelings connected with it.
There have been reports of increased cotton planting intentions for the last few weeks; however we can’t
know if these are real until we see cotton seedlings emerging in fields. As it sits today, I expect a small acreage
increase in some areas where yields were good last year. As rains continue, field conditions may lead some to
reconsider cotton; but current price offerings are not encouraging. Stocks to use ratio has dropped almost ten
points in the last year, which means that we have a smaller reserve of cotton now. This fact should encourage
price to improve; but the present economic climate is preventing the optimism needed to let this happen. It’s a
little like tying a rubber band to a brick lying on the floor; the rubber band is being stretched now, and the brick
should move quite a bit at some point. When enough tension develops, the brick will move; that is unless the
rubber band breaks.
I have encouraged some potential cotton growers to consider some form of “low input” cotton
production system that includes some, most, or all of the following ideas. Some may consider this impossible
because of old habits; however we’ve seen it work well for several Hill country growers.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

No-Tillage/Reduced Tillage
Full skip-row pattern
Rotation with corn
Reduce seeding rate of flex varieties
Conventional varieties
Use of poultry litter
Reduced rate/banded fertilizer
Reduced nitrogen rate (60 to 70 lbs/ac)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lime for soil pH of 6.2 or above
Reduced PGR application
Allow beneficial insects to build
Raise pest thresholds
Terminate insect control after cutout
Use best defoliant possible
Once over harvest

This entire “system” is probably best suited to the Hills; however some parts will apply as well to the Delta.
Essentially all of these ideas have been used in the past; however they have rarely been combined into a
“system”. No-tillage will reduce fuel, equipment, and labor costs while conserving water and making plant
nutrients more available to the crop. The skip-row pattern provides more available water and nutrients for the
crop, improves fruit retention, and reduces boll rot, while at the same time reducing seed requirements. Some
of the newer flex varieties are capable of paying their own tech fees when compared with lower yielding
varieties. We still have good conventional varieties if you are willing to return to the methods required for
them. Poultry litter can supply the bulk of the nutrient needs when supplemented with additional nitrogen and
potash, and these can be banded next to the row to reduce rates, increase availability, and to avoid feeding
weeds. Reduced total N is something we have needed for a long time to reduce cost, control excessive
vegetative growth, and reduce the need for PGR products. With reduced N, fruit retention should improve, and
the crop should mature earlier and be ready for defoliation and harvest. Reduced N will simplify defoliation
and allow bolls to open better for a once-over harvest. As for insect control, we create many of our problems by

destroying beneficial insect populations early. This is especially true in the Hills where we generally have
lower pest levels and much higher beneficial levels than our Delta neighbors. When we sterilize fields, we also
remove valuable pollinators that improve boll set.
Wheat:
Much of this year’s wheat crop is disappointing; however there are some exceptional fields. Several
problems have contributed to the reduced quality of this crop. These include poor stands resulting from rough
planting conditions, and unfavorable weather after seeding. With lower prices being offered for wheat, along
with high fertilizer prices, growers have not done the “aggressive” things that made last year’s crop successful.
Weeds have been a big problem, with some fields not receiving applications of needed herbicides. Ryegrass
has been especially troublesome, and some fields are showing resistance to some of the more commonly used
products.
Well drained fields are now developing well where growers have followed standard production
practices; but poorly drained fields are lagging in development. At this time, I expect to see a few fields with
very good yields while others may fall short of levels we have seen in recent years. As yet, diseases have not
developed to significant degree; however I expect to see more activity at the flag leaf stage. We may escape
severe disease; but fields should be scouted closely from now until harvest. Call if you need our help.
In Conclusion:
We have come to the “lick log”, as some might say, with regard to setting our course for this year.
Present economic conditions have placed us on a shaky foundation, making decisions more difficult than usual.
Not only are we faced with uncertainties in our own “fields”; but we have to deal with even larger doubts about
national and global issues that can greatly impact the outcome of this crop and crops of the future. We need an
injection of confidence. About the only thing we can do is pour seed in the planter and act like we know what
we’re doing. Our faith will carry us through just as it has so many times in the past. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agronomist
Mississippi State University Extension Service

At right is an interesting photo showing the
typical effect of plant population on ear size
and number. Notice ear damage and reduced
grain development at tips in the higher populations.
Source: Golden Acres Seed

